T THINK YE OF CHRIST? 


PRoER MON =. ie 
‘H CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH, BOSTON, 


DECEMBER 7, 1890, 


BY 


Pewee Bn. FLA Ls E: 


Oe t. 
J 
BO Savon 


se ete 


hae 


bs. STILMAN SMITH & CO. 
3 Hamirton Prace. 


Waar THINK YE OF CHRIST? 


** What think ye of the Christ? whose son is he?” 
MATTHEW xxii. 42. 


THE first half of this text was selected by Father 
Ignatius for his discourse, when he preached in 
this pulpit three weeks since. With that curious 
indifference to historical accuracy which seems 
to stamp enthusiasts, he omitted the last half of 
the text, and made no illusion to the incident 
described. This was a pity. For, as he wanted 
to interest us in the real history of Jesus, it would 
have seemed natural to tell us why Jesus asked 
the question of the text on this occasion, when he 
never asked it of the same people on any other 
occasion. For the subject Father Ignatius was dis- 
cussing, it is a very curious observation that the 
Saviour himself was so indifferent as to men’s 
questions or thoughts about him. He once asked 
his apostles what the multitude thought about him. 
On this occasion he does not even speak of himself. 
He asks a general question as to the Messiah whom 
all expected. Whose son shall the Messiah be? 
Must he be David’s son? ‘Whose son is he, — 
the son of David or the son of God?” For the 
rest he said squarely, “It is my Father who does 
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the works. It is the Holy Spirit who speaks the 
word. If any man blasphemes me, he may be 
forgiven.” He even chides his disciples because 
they can do nothing without him. He sinks his 
own personality. As Paul says so well, “He 
makes himself of no reputation. He takes upon 
himself the form of a servant.” You might 
say he is quite indifferent how men define his 
nature or his position if only they will follow him. 

You might say he is absolutely indifferent to 
this question, ‘‘ What think ye of Christ?” which 
we are now told is the most important question of all. 
If you read the four Gospels for the first time, and 
merely addressed yourself to the question of what 
he did think important, you would say at once 
that his whole heart and soul were put on bring- 
ing in the kingdom of God. 

There is, as I said, one and only one central 
passage where he gave to us his own statement. 
Curiously enough, again, this passage is now 
coolly rejected by those who are most eager to 
extol his authority. When they were all driven 
out of Galilee, when they had taken refuge in a 
foreign dominion, he asked the twelve who they 
thought he was. Simon Peter promptly an- 
swered, ‘Thou art the Christ, the son of the 
living God.” Jesus praised him for the answer; 
he said he would build his Church on that 
answer,— that that answer should be sufficient 
for the foundation of the Church, and that on a 
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church so built hell would have no power. ‘ Thou 
art the Christ, the son of the living God.” 

How extraordinary it is, if Peter made the 
wrong reply,—as we are now told he did, — if 
Peter should have said, “Thou art the living 
God,” as the creeds of the fifth century would 
have him say! How extraordinary that this cen- 
tral occasion should have been lost, nay, should 
have been worse than lost! How extraordinary 
that Peter should say Jesus was the son-of God, 
if he were God himself! This failure can only be 
accounted for on the ground which our friend 
Dr. Huntington takes, the Bishop of Syracuse, 
when he says that Peter did not himself then know 
who the Saviour was, and only found out after the 
Saviour had died. 

As to our text itself, it is only interesting in what 
I may almost call the dramatic sequence of events ; 
because it illustrates the Saviour’s steady determi- 
nation to put down, even by ridicule, that Jewish 
prejudice which made out the children of Abraham 
to be the only people in the world worth thinking 
of. Ihave read the whole passage, as Father Igna- 
tius did not, that you might see this determina- 
tion of his, and how important it is that the two 
parts of this text shall be kept together. Here 
was this Jewish superstition, that when God chose 
to send his messenger, when the Christ should 
come, he must be of the line of David. The same 
superstition shows itself in those long genealogies 
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with which the Gospels of Matthew and of Luke 
begin, in which, by different lines, Christ’s birth is 
traced back to David, to show that he fulfilled the 
Jewish condition. But the Saviour himself shows 
indifference to this tradition. When they say at 
once that the Christ must be the son of David, he 
says in reply, “Why, David calls him ‘Lord.’ 
David admits that he himself is inferior to any one 
who comes direct from God. And do you mean 
that David requires a genealogical descent from 
himself of one who is to be the King of kings, and 
Lord of lords?” The incident is only one of many 
on which he presses hard upon that provincialism 
of the Jews. ‘‘ God is able of these stones to raise 
up children unto Abraham.” ‘“ The publicans and 
the harlots shall go into the kingdom of heaven 
before you.” Yes,the Gentiles, who are like beggars 
out in the highway, they shall be received at the 
feast when the children of Abraham are left out. 
Such are the parables and such the epigrams by 
which this local provincialism is rebuked. And what 
is offered on the other side? The grandeur of a 
true-born son of God. The light and life and glory 
and victory which will certainly come when a child 
of God partakes of the divine nature, as we all may, 
enters into the life of God, is inspired by the Holy 
Spirit, and works the miracles, therefore, which 
the Holy Spirit may command. There is one and 
another curious phrase, to show how broadly Jesus 
interprets this title of ‘son,’ and how much he 
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means by the central word “ father.” In another 
interview in this same temple, he quotes from the 
82d Psalm the words in which those are called 
gods to whom the word of God came, — “ Is it not 
written in your law, I said, ye are gods?” And 
then he puts squarely the question, which neither 
Father Ignatius nor any of his school ever con- 
descends to answer, “If he called them gods unto 
whom the word of God came (and the Scripture 
cannot be broken), say ye of him whom the Father 
sanctified and sent into the world, Thou blasphemest, 
because I said I am the son of God?” If God is 
our father, we are all God’s sons or God’s daugh- 
ters. And then, as the centre of expostulation 
and entreaty, he begs us to recognize the greatness 
of this calling, to be true to the spirit which inspires 
us, and as princes of the blood royal to live in the 
Father’s house, and to go about the Father’s busi- 
ness. Not unwilling to take the fond phrases, in 
which, with more or less distinctness, old prophets 
have spoken of the Messiah, he is willing to accept 
such terms as ‘First-born,’ “ First-begotten,” 
“ Best beloved ;” but always there is the determina- 
tion that we shall understand that where there is a 
first-born son, there are other children, and that he 
opens for us the inheritance which he begs us all 
to claim. 

What think ye of the Christ? Then the gospel 
answer to this question is, that the Christ is the 
Son of God. 
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Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God, 
is indeed the motto for the corner-stone .of the 
church, as he said it was. 

And any effort to make it out that more was 
concealed behind this phrase than it expresses, is 
an effort which re-acts against him who makes it. 
The Church herself stopped dead in her amazing 
advance of the early centuries. She failed in her 
real duty, and sunk back into an ‘ establishment” 
just so soon as she began to worship him. Then 
it was that she turned away from the work which 
he assigned to her, which was to bring in the King- 
dom of God. 

“Tam your master,” he said. Yes. “Wouaare 
‘to follow me, and Iam your leader.” Yes. “ But 
you are to seek the Spirit of God to enliven you 
and give you strength. And, in fact, 1 go away 
that that Spirit may more surely possess you.” 
Nay, his word is so strong as this, “If I do not go 
away, the Comforter will not come to you.” 

So careful-is he to efface himself from the wor- 
ship of the church. He brings the wandering 
child to the Father’s feet, and then goes away, that 
he may leave him there. 

I. There are thirty different texts in which the 
Saviour more or less distinctly defines Christian 
discipleship. Such is the statement to Nico- 
demus, the earliest of them: ‘“ Except a man be 
born again he cannot see the Kingdom of God.” 
I need not read them. It will be a better exercise 
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for you to copy them from your own Bibles 
yourselves. In those thirty texts he speaks three 
times of their believing on him. In all of them 
he speaks as to those who love him enough to be- 
lieve him and to follow him. But in not one of 
them does he lay the least stress on any intellec- 
tual process. In not one of them does he open 
the question as to what they think of him, or what 
honor they shall pay to him. He offered himself 
as our Master, and left us his unfinished work, 
He says to us, “If you obey me, you will follow 
me.” He proved his affection in his death. And 
he says, “If you believe in me, you will love 


me.’ He means that we shall unite in such love, 
and he says: “If you love me, you will love each 
other.” In all these statements he speaks as one 


who would bring in the Kingdom of the Living 
God. Of himself he says almost nothing. But 
when he does speak, it is to say that here presents 
that Living God as his anointed and well-beloved 
Son. 

II. When you come, in the Testament, to the 
apostles’ definition of Christianity you find the 
same statement. They are building on the foun- 
dation. The foundation is: ‘“ Thou art the 
Christ, the Son of the living God.” They are 
never tempted, right hand or left hand, to make 
any other statement. They baptize into the name 
of Jesus the Christ, Jesus the Saviour. They 
make no pretence that this Jesus is very God of 
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very God. Their one central thought is the build- 
ing up a church of God’s children; of the sons of 
God and of his daughters. 

To these sons and daughters they say, “ Here is 
God, God is near: enter his Kingdom.” To bind 
them together, they baptize them in the name of 
Jesus Christ, the first begotten of their company, 
the best beloved Son of God, who has called them 
from darkness into light. And they call upon 
each and all to receive, as he received, the present 
Spirit of God, to live in that Spirit, to walk in that 
Spirit, to go and to come as themselves, God’s 
children. ‘“ Walk worthy of the calling with 
which ye are called,” as that Son of God walked, 
who died that you might come into your Father’s 
home, and he into yours. 

III. What the church thought of Christ, in the 
first centuries after the apostles, has appeared very 
distinctly in late years, in the discovery of the 
early Catechism, to which the name of the twelve 
apostles was given. It was the Catechism taught 
to new converts before they received the supper. 
Its language at the supper, for instance, shows 
that that was then a simple service of thanks- 
giving : — 

“ Concerning the Eucharist, thus give thanks; 
first concerning the cup: We thank thee, our 
Father, for the holy wine of David thy servant, 
which thou hast made known to us through Jesus 
thy servant; to thee be the glory forever. And 
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concerning the broken bread: We thank thee, our 
Father, for the life and knowledge which thou hast 
made known to us through Jesus thy servant; to 
thee be the glory forever.” All worship, all prayers, 
are addressed to the Father. Jesus is his servant, 
whom he has sent as a teacher. He is as he was 
in Peter’s word, ‘‘ The son of the living God.” It 
is on this rock that the church of that day knew 
that it was standing. 

And so long as they sought what he sought, — 
to bring in the Kingdom of God,—the church 
triumphed, with a sway which no_ philosophy 
understood, and which no martyrdom set back- 
ward. But then, alas! that came which he foresaw. 
Ah! it isso much easier to worship him than to 
follow him. ‘“ Many will say ‘ Lord, Lord,’ who 
do not the things that I say.” While the church 
was willing to do the things he said, though it was 
the communion of the poor and the ignorant, of 
the weak and foolish, it triumphed. In those 
days it had no name for him other than his own, 
none but the anointed of God, brother of our 
brotherhood, first heir of inheritance, Son of God, 
well beloved, first-born, Master, and Lord. But it 
was not so easy to do as one would be done by; it 
was not so easy to feed the poor and to welcome 
the leper; it was not so easy to live in the brother- 
hood of humanity. It was a great deal easier to 
fall down and worship him, as he had never asked 
them to do; vastly easier te call him very God of 
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very God, as he never said he was; easier to say 
he made the worlds, as he did not. Weary of that 
harder service, weary of the way of thorns, the 
church made its compact with the world. And 
from that day to this day, its formal creeds have 
thrown upon him the burden of the sins of man- 
kind, and have given to him the homage which he 
gave to his Father. 

IV. Yet he was never left without a witness. 
Central in all testimonies were the four Gospels, 
which would not change. Steadily they say that 
he is the Anointed —the Son of the living God. 
There was the confessed refusal of all Palestine, 
where he lived and died, to give him any other 
name, whether men were his followers or no. 
There were such simple Christians as those in 
the valleys of the Alps, who would never say that 
the Son was the Father, and did not know what 
was meant when men said it. 

More and more, as Galileo’s tube opened the 
sky, as this world took its proper little place in 
the universe, as it showed itself, a little speck of 
dust floating in space, by the same law which 
ruled planets, suns, and constellations; more and 
more did men ask themselves what the creed of 
the church meant when it said that Jesus of 
Nazareth made all the worlds; or what it meant 
when it said that the very God of the universe 
even, left the universe to stand on the deck of a 
fishing-boat at Capernaum. More and more the 
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devout thought of the world went back to the 
simple statement of the four Gospels, and recog- 
nized and found its Saviour, as never before, 
when it accepted him again as the well-beloved 
Son of the Living God, commissioned and anointed 
to bring in the Kingdom of God. 

This is the statement of his work and his posi- 
tion which will stand, because it is his own state- 
ment. For us, our place is gratitude and loyalty. 
[What is that to thee?” he said to Peter once, 
when Peter stepped too far in a question, — “ what 
is that to thee? Follow thou me.” 

And that is what he would say to us if we 
could put to him some of our speculative ques- 
tions, — these conundrums which the theologians 
hand about so glibly,— ‘What is that to thee? 
Follow thou me.” Whoever will take the Saviour 
of men, in his work of saving them from their 
sins, whoever will try the great experiment of 
prayer, and the other experiment of sacrifice, as 
this Leader of men bids him try one and the 
other, comes to the certainty that here is a Leader 
who knows how to lead, who knows what he is 
talking about, and who shows the way. Whoever 
follows, though with trembling foot and fickle 
faith, follows each day more hopefully and 
strongly, and knows that this is no finite guess that 
he is working on; he knows that he has God’s law 
for the affairs of men; this time he is sure of his 
Leader. This Leader is from God, commissioned 
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by him, inspired by him, and sustained by him. 
He who follows that Leader, comes to believe that 
Leader, and to live in his Life. As the Saviour 
prays, he prays. As the Saviour trusts, he trusts. 
As the Saviour listens, he listens. He comes to 
know that the living God, the living Power of the 
Universe, loves and strengthens every child of 
earth. They are his children, partakers of his 
nature, and alive with his life. Such a child of 
God, who has followed to such purpose the Son 
of God well-beloved, dares the great experiment 
of the Holy Spirit. He lives in God, he moves in 
God, in God he has his being. He plunges into 
life, knowing that the living God will sustain him 
and carry him through. He-believes the Master’s 
words, “Lo, I am not alone, for my Father is 
with me.” 

‘“God does not hate me. He loves me.” This 
is the cry of such a disciple. ‘God does not 
punish me. He forgives me. God does not forget 
me as he goes about in his universe. He is here — 
to-day —this minute. And I—Iam not in the 
darkness. I am in his Light. I am not alone. 
I am with him. I am not weak. I am in his 
arms. For Iam his child—born of him —as I 
shall return to him. My life is not of to-day, not 
of to-morrow, but is forever; it is as the life of 
God.” This is the joy of life —to come to this 
certainty. And the disciple who is so glad, the 
disciple who is so certain, cannot find hymn or 
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psalm joyous enough to express his exultation; 
he cannot frame the word which expresses his 
gratitude. What can he do but follow loyally, 
lovingly, heartily, the Leader who has led him, 
the Teacher who has taught him, the Saviour who 
has saved him, the Brother who has blessed him. 
He finds the way of Jife. He looks, and lo! an 
Open Door. Thou art indeed the Christ, the Son 
of the living God. 
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